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ABSTRACT
Concession sales are a critical revenue stream for sport and
entertainment venues. Most research investigating
concession revenues has focused upon quality and
availability of food choices as well as the servicescape
(Bigelow, 2004; Zeithaml, Bitner, and Gremler, 2006).
Though these are important areas of concern, one area that
has not been extensively researched is the appearance,
speed, and efficiency of individual concession stations in
relation to their in-venue counterparts. This study
investigated the consistency of concession operations at a
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I
men’s basketball game. Results indicated that a discrepancy
existed among concession outlets in regards to physical
appearance and speed of customer transactions.

INTRODUCTION
Concession sales are an important revenue stream for sport teams and events (Howard and
Crompton, 2004). In many cases, adequate concession sales are the difference between a facility
generating a profit or a loss for an event (Fried, 2010). Since Bill Veeck began studying methods to
improve the operations and profitability of concessions over 50 years ago (Veeck, 1962), sport
managers have investigated a variety of components of successful concessions operations. In most
cases, facilities have focused upon the quality of food, potential food offerings, and the impact of
pricing (Bigelow, 2004; “Dodgers lower prices…,” 2009; Muret, 2009a; “Sampling the menu,” 2009).
Recently, numerous sport facilities have noted the importance of providing quality customer service,
particularly in their concessions operations (Muret, 2009b). Though a critical component of providing
high-quality customer service is delivering consistent service through standardization (Zeithaml et
al., 2006) and service standardization has been identified as an important aspect of sport marketing
(Shank, 2005), there is a lack of studies specifically detailing the standardization of sport event
operations. In particular, the role of stadium employees on a sport-event customer’s experience has
not been studied extensively (Oliver, 1997; Greenwell, Fink, and Pastore, 2002; Yoshida and James,
2010). This paper investigates the speed and efficiency of individual concession stations in relation to
their in-venue counterparts at a National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I men’s
basketball game. It utilizes both quantitative and qualitative methods to identify potential customer
service problems.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Customer Satisfaction
Consistency in product and service delivery is a critical component of providing optimal customer
service as inconsistency can lead to decreased customer loyalty and potential customer defection
(Oliver, 1999; Cronin, Brady, and Hult, 2000). Customers need assurances that purchases will result
in anticipated outcomes. Maintaining consistent product quality is typically easy to achieve –
especially for those products that are mass produced. However, the delivery of services is difficult to
customize as much of the customer’s perception of service quality is dependent upon specific “local”
factors such as the individuals providing the service and the uniqueness of the venue (Rust, Zahorik,
and Keiningham, 1996). Mass customization of services often decreases customer evaluation of
provided service as the individual service provider may not be able to solve encountered problems
with a set of limited prescribed service answers (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). Even when services are
not “mass customized,” delivering a high level of service may be difficult since many of the front-line
service providers in most industries are lower-paid employees who may be unwilling or unable to
address specific or unique complaints (Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996). Employee “problems” often
cause some organizations desiring to provide optimal, individualized customer service to fall short of
their own, let alone their customer’s, expectations.
Poor customer service is a component of customer dissatisfaction, which can result in the loss of
future purchases (Zeithaml et al, 2006). Retention of customers is critical as it is typically much
easier to retain current customers than it is to attract new ones. In addition, dissatisfied customers
are more likely than satisfied customers to tell others about their experience (Ulrich, 2009).
A critical component of perceived service quality, and therefore customer retention, is the
servicescape in which the service is provided. An evaluation of the service provider’s servicescape
typically involves all of the areas where the customer accesses the service (Zeithaml et al., 2006).
Customers will evaluate the facility’s design, available parking, landscaping, signage, and
equipment. In addition, customers also evaluate the appropriateness (given the type of service being
provided) of the facility’s interior decor and ambiance and the appearance and uniform of service
providers. The perception of the servicescape is also influenced by an organization’s webpage,
business cards, and stationary.
Numerous retail entities have researched their facility and operations in an effort to increase
revenues. Per cap analysis, the computation of sales revenue divided by the total number of
customers, has been utilized at retail outlets such as restaurants as well as sport and entertainment
venues for many years. Sport organizations have recently begun to enhance their per cap analyses by
incorporating new data and utilizing advanced technology. Per caps are now often generated per
section of a facility, during particular time periods, or by other factors such as the quality of the
opponent or game-time temperature.
Retailers have also investigated the optimal number of outlets available for customers to purchase
products. Starbucks has often been chastised for saturating the marketplace by continually opening
new stores (Harris, 2006). However, the coffee chain has learned that in some areas, multiple stores
in close proximity are needed to effectively meet demand. In addition, in some office buildings, stores
are needed on multiple floors to limit the travel time needed for customers desiring a specialized cup
of coffee while they are working. Sport teams, or their contracted vendors, often make decisions on
the number of potential open concession areas based upon demand projections for individual games.
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Sport Service Encounters
In sports, service encounters occur throughout a customer’s experience. Nearly all of the revenue
streams generated on-site at a sporting event will involve some sort of service encounter (parking,
ticketing, concessions, etc.). Though these service encounters offer the best opportunity to interact
and bond with a customer, many sport organizations have allowed outside vendors to provide them.
This is somewhat understandable given potential expertise as well as staffing needs. However, the
third party service provider, even when splitting potential revenues, may not provide as high a level
of customer service as the sport entity desires or the customer expects. Regardless whether a thirdparty service provider is utilized or if the facility retains its own staff, sport event attendees are
likely to assume the venue or home team is providing all of the services on-site. Fielded complaints
arising from a failed service encounter are sometimes difficult to address because information must
first be relayed to the vendor. In some cases, service errors by an outside agency are difficult for the
home team to potentially rectify, particularly when the third party service provider utilizes
unionized labor. Though the team or venue can certainly discontinue its relationship with a
concessionaire at the conclusion of the contract, the team’s relationship with the customer may
potentially suffer until the new vendor is identified and contracted. In addition, the failed service
encounter may impact other venue revenue sources.
The facility, team or the third party provider may also utilize part-time employees or, in some cases,
interns or volunteers, to interact with the customer. This can cause even more inconsistency in the
quality of service encounters. Part-time workers often require time each work session to “get up to
speed” after not working for considerable periods of time. Interns or volunteers often do not
understand the importance of providing a consistent, high-level of customer service, especially if they
are not adequately trained or supervised.
Concessions’ sales are a critical revenue source for many sport organizations. In most cases, food and
beverage items can be marked up considerably at sporting events since customers have few other
viable options. Though generating concessions revenue is typically not difficult at large sporting
events, maximizing concessions revenue involves answering a variety of important questions
regarding food choices, pricing, staffing, delivery and storage, and in-game marketing and signage.
Sport franchises and facilities must decide if the best option to maximize concessions revenue is to
retain the responsibility “in house” or to sell the rights to a “third party” concessionaire (Muret,
2010). Though the highest potential profits may be achieved if the facility retains the responsibility
in-house, many facilities have elected to take a lower amount of potential profits in exchange for not
having to worry about food purchases, delivery and storage, staff training, and direct liability. In
some cases the outsourced company may be able to achieve economies of scale by purchasing
products in bulk for multiple facilities that it manages (Fried, 2010).
Despite understanding the importance of quality customer service, especially in concessions where
inconsistent service can dramatically decrease revenues, little research has been completed
investigating customer service encounters at sporting events. In addition, though data-driven
decisions are often made regarding the potential opening or closing of concession areas, little
academic research exists that details the financial impact of the performance of individual
concession areas within the overall venue. The current research project was designed to investigate
the consistency of concession operations during an intercollegiate men’s basketball game. It was also
designed to serve as a basis for future research investigating the specific costs of poor customer
service at concession stands.
METHODS
The researcher consulted with a university competing at the NCAA’s Division I level in one of the
Bowl Championship Series (BCS) Conferences. Though complaints of long wait-times and poor and
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inconsistent customer service had been previously received, for many years, some members of the
athletic department had taken the position that “As long as we are generating profits from
concession sales, then there are other more important areas of the operation for us to worry about
during each event.” However, as the complaints continued to increase, some members of the athletic
department became concerned, especially since contract negotiations would soon be opened with its
primary concessions partner that operated on the facility’s main concourse in the “permanent”
concession booths. In addition, the athletic department desired to better understand how some of its
“secondary” concessionaires, who operated individual specialty booths in various areas of the
concourse, performed compared to the primary concessionaire. Ultimately, the athletic department
was concerned because despite drawing consistently large crowds, concessions revenue had not
matched other athletic departments in the conference. Representatives of the athletic department
noted that some of their concession booths utilized volunteers to interact with customers and they
were concerned that some of these volunteers were detracting from the potential revenue by
providing poor customer service.
A pilot study designed to measure the speed of concession’s operations at selected concessions areas
was developed and tested at a women’s basketball game. Though the developed protocols yielded
valuable data from the women’s game, minor adjustments were made prior to researching a men’s
basketball game. Twenty-four students enrolled in a sport marketing class were recruited as
research assistants to collect data at the game. Working in groups of two, research assistants
collected data by observing a selected concession area (n = 12). Upon arrival at the facility 95
minutes prior to tip-off, research assistants noted various aspects of their assigned concessions area
and then were asked to time (via stopwatch) the specific time required to complete a service
encounter with a customer (from the time the patron reached the counter until they had left with
their purchased items). Though commissioned by the university, research assistants were instructed
to wear “neutral” clothing and to minimize their contact with concessions’ operators and customers
by standing at a distance at least 20 feet away from their concession stand. Observations of
concession operations began 1.5 hours prior to the start of the game and concluded 10 minutes after
the completion of halftime. A combination of quantitative and qualitative data was collected. Specific
areas investigated included:
1) Customers who entered a line and then left before reaching a contact point with a service
provider.
2) The specific time required to process a customer’s transaction.
3) Overall cleanliness and appearance of the observed concession stand and its service
providers.
4) Concession items running out and at what time during the event this might have
occurred.
5) Any improvements that could be implemented to speed service, provide greater
consistency, and enhance overall revenues.
The 12 concession areas studied included nine “standard” “permanent” concession areas that offered
a wide variety of “typical” sport event food and beverage choices (hamburgers, hot dogs, chicken
fingers, French fries, candy, soft drinks, bottled water, coffee, etc.). In addition, three non-permanent
“specialty” stands were studied. The first stand (hereafter titled “fast food”) offered beverages and a
name brand of “fast food,” the second stand (hereafter titled “pizza”) offered beverages and a well
known national pizza brand, and the third stand sold name brand desserts (hereafter titled
“dessert”).
RESULTS
Research assistants were asked to track the number of patrons who entered their concession area
who left the line before receiving service. Table 1 details the results of this portion of the analysis.
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Table 1
The Number of Patrons Leaving a Line Prior to Receiving Service
Concession Stand
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
Fast Food
Pizza
Dessert

Number of Patrons Leaving Line
3
2
9
4
4
7
4
0
4
0
1
2

Though it is certainly not known if the patrons leaving a line returned to their seats or moved to
another concession area, research assistants were instructed to take notes regarding any indications
that patrons were upset. In particular, the research assistants at stand #3, #5, and #6 later reported
that many of the customers who left their line prior to receiving service were visibly upset and, in
some cases, were muttering negative comments as they left their line. Research assistants from
these lines, as well as line #1, noted that there was visible concern on the part of some of the patrons
who had stayed in that line to receive service.
Research assistants tracked the time it took for each service transaction (from the moment a
customer reached a service provider until they had completed their transaction). Table 2 details the
results of this aspect of the investigation and also notes the total number of patrons (defined as
someone who paid for concessions) who received service from that line during the entire research
period.
Table 2
Average time needed to Complete Service Encounters
Concession
Stand
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
Fast Food
Pizza
Dessert

Average Service Time
(Seconds)
103
73
105
72
82
87
88
58
86
24
47
36

Number of Patrons Served
During Research Period
41
51
51
83
37
53
47
63
61
89
21
11
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The results indicated that there was a large discrepancy between the average service times at the 12
concessions areas studied. Though the research assistants could not determine what each paying
customer purchased, the data from Table 2 indicates that for concessions stands 1-9 (where the exact
same products were available for purchase) some stands are operating at a greater level of efficiency
than others.
Research assistants were asked to note the appearance of “their” observed concession stand and the
employees who were working. Some research teams noted the workers at their stand wore
professional attire (collared shirts and slacks) while other stands had individuals wearing tee-shirts
(that did not have the school’s logo or other identifying characteristics) while working. Two of the
stands had workers who did not wear gloves while handling food and one stand had a worker who
answered his cell phone while working. At one stand, workers did not return to work after leaving
during the first half until five minutes had elapsed during halftime. Though there were certainly
these “problem” stands, other research assistants noted stands that were clean, well organized and
appeared to operate efficiently. In one case, a “supervisor” noted the presence of the research
assistants and gave his “team” a pep talk about doing their best. This particular supervisor
approached the research assistants after the first half of the game had commenced to inquire about
his stand’s performance and to solicit any feedback that might help his stand operate more
efficiently.
There were a few instances where food and beverage items were not available to customers. In
particular, it was noted that the pizza vendor ran out of pizzas before the game began, indicating to
the research assistant that improper projections regarding customer demand had occurred. One
stand ran out of coffee prior to the game’s tipoff and another stand had an issue with the carbonated
beverage fountain (which was fixed within five minutes). One stand did not properly prepare for
halftime and was unable to meet customer’s requests for chicken fingers as they were still being
prepared.
Perhaps the most interesting data that was collected by research assistants was the “open-ended”
observations that they were asked to make. Among numerous findings, the most interesting to the
researcher and the athletic department were the following:
1) In most cases, signage did not clearly indicate prices for various products. Most patrons
could not clearly see the prices (due to small font sizes) until they reached the counter,
causing some confusion and slowing down the stands.
2) Since most of the registers were not “preprogrammed,” service providers had to utilize
calculators on many orders. Research assistants noted that upgrading the registers
would speed the process, or, if that were not possible due to costs, that a simple
adjustment in the prices of some items to make the calculations “easier” would lower the
time needed to compute change owed to customers after completing a purchase.
3) At many of the stands, credit card machines were not adjacent to registers. This resulted
in some service providers having to walk away from their register to another portion of
the stand to complete the credit card portion of the transaction.
4) There were no signs indicating if that stand accepted the school’s student identification
card for payment. Since some stands did not accept that card, research assistants noted
the importance of providing adequate signage so student patrons would know upon
entering a line if their identification card was accepted.
5) At the “fast food” stand, the supervisor asked the research assistants about the project,
their initial results, etc. This led to the author spending time with the vendor after the
data collection had been completed. The vendor noted that she only allowed trained
employees from her restaurant to work at the game and that she believed this (and a
simplified menu compared to her restaurant offerings) contributed to her stands’
performance.
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CONCLUSIONS
This study revealed differences in concession’s operations and service time at a Division I men’s
basketball game. The results of this study certainly have limitations. Certainly, every facility has a
distinctive servicescape, in-house or third party vendors, and training and supervising protocols.
Research assistants were not able to accurately track specific items that individual customers
purchased. In some cases, the longer average service-time encounters may have been related to
items purchased rather than to service provider inconsistency or error. Since the athletic department
did not provide specific information about the employment status of different stands studied, it is not
known (beyond the data provided by the “fast food” concessionaire) if the employment status of the
service providers impacts potential service efficiency. In addition, in some cases the service provider
(especially if they were a volunteer) may not have had the responsibility or authority to insure that
the concession stand was stocked prior to their arrival (though not having prepared food for halftime
is certainly the service provider’s error).
The results of this study indicate that further research regarding concessions sales is warranted.
Some fast food restaurants have begun to provide customers with information on their receipt that
indicate the time it took to complete the service encounter. Additional studies should verify the
results of this study and then provide analysis regarding why these discrepancies occur. Future
studies should also begin to investigate if patrons who leave an “inefficient” line visit another
concession line or return to their seat without executing a purchase. The ultimate cost, in regards to
the facility or the athletic department, of poor customer should be determined.
APPLICATIONS FOR MARKETING PRACTITIONERS
As was the case in this athletic department, facility managers should not assume that because
concessions’ profits are realized at each event, that there is not room for improvement. There is
likely to be individual stands that operate more efficiently than others. Though this will almost
always be the case in a facility where multiple stands are operated, the facility should establish
minimum service requirements to insure that patrons do not experience frustrations. The facility
should have training protocols for every service provider (whether full-time employee, part-time
employee, intern or volunteer) and should maintain the expected level of performance by regularly
monitoring the various aspects of the venue. In this particular study, numerous egregious issues
(such as service providers not wearing gloves while handling food, answering cell phones while
customers were in line, etc.) occurred but at no time during any of the data collection did any
members of the athletic department note the performance of any concession stands. This was
especially interesting given that one stand noticed the researchers and intentionally improved their
organization and performance. This would indicate that some facility or athletic department
presence might improve performance. Since revenues from concessions are a critical component of
facility profitability, facilities cannot afford to simply defer supervisory responsibility in this area. At
a minimum, protocols should be established and metrics created to assess performance. Facilities,
particularly those that utilize volunteer groups such as churches, Little League teams, Boy Scout
troops, etc., could also create an environment where best practices at certain stands are shared.
This study also revealed some other important considerations. Keeping the concession operation
“simple” can assist service providers. Patrons should not have to wait while service providers walk
away from the cash register to execute a credit card transaction. In addition, unless registers that
can quickly compute change are available, prices should be set to not only maximize profit margin,
but to also expedite transactions.
The current reality for many facilities is that prices for tickets, parking and concessions have been
steadily increasing, even though economic conditions have worsened in many cases over the past
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three years. Concessions operations far too often have not received significant management
attention. This study has revealed that service inconsistency is likely occurring and the potential
negative ramifications, both for a facility’s reputation and its financial bottom line, should be
addressed.
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